Blindness in patients with diabetes who have been screened for eye disease.
Detection of diabetic retinopathy by screening is a major public health concern. Fundus photography has been shown to be a useful screening tool for the detection of diabetic retinopathy. In this paper the authors assess the incidence of blind and partially sighted registration due to diabetic eye disease in patients screened by a mobile fundus photography unit and identify the factors that contributed to loss of vision in the registered group. A retrospective review of blind and partially sighted registrations between 1990 and 1995 was performed in a diabetic population screened by a mobile fundus photography unit in a region with a population of 390,000. The incidence of blind and partially sighted registration in the screened diabetic population was calculated. In the registered group, cause of visual loss, accuracy of photograph reporting, delay in laser treatment, adequacy of laser treatment and non-attendance rates at ophthalmic clinics were assessed. Of the 5390 patients screened by the mobile unit over 6 years, 68 (210 per 10(5) patient-years) were registered blind or partially sighted, but in only 17 patients (53 per 10(5) patient-years) was this as a result of diabetes. The factors contributing to loss of vision were found to be failure of laser treatment, rapidly progressive disease and poor patient attendance. As the majority of visual impairment in patients with diabetes is not due to diabetic retinopathy, this has important implications for screening programmes and may make the St Vincent Declaration targets difficult to achieve. The rate of new blind and partially sighted registration due to diabetes in the screened population was low at 53 per 10(5) patient-years (95% confidence interval, 29-76).